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A new book surveys the vast range of building skills shown by an 
enormously diverse range of animals, writes Nigel Williams.
Structural surveysBuilt by Animals by Mike Hansell. 
Oxford University Press, 2007. 
ISBN: 978-0-19-920556-1. 
There is no doubt humans are 
the supreme creators of the built 
environment and this, argues Mike 
Hansell, the author of a new book 
on animal structures, tempts us 
into anthropomorphism when we 
admire the efforts of many other 
animal species.
“But, if asked to explain the basis 
of our admiration, we are confused. 
Is it because such a simple 
creature is able to make something 
so complicated, or is it that the 
animal has revealed itself as not so 
simple as we thought,” he writes.
Hansell, the UK’s first chair of 
Animal Architecture, has been 
pondering the question of how 
animals create structures that 
can create admiration amongst 
humans for most of his career.
His interest in animal builders 
ranges across beavers, shrimps, 
rats, weaverbirds, woodlice, 
dinosaurs and male bowerbirds.
What appeals to Hansell is 
asking common questions across 
all species. Why do animals build? 
Mostly to create homes, trap prey 
or display, he argues. Are they 
especially equipped to build? 
Generally not, he concludes: they 
use their beaks and limbs that 
they possess anyway.
He notes that any observer 
would see birds as the key group 
of animal builders, given that 
almost every species builds a 
nest and some of these can be 
extraordinarily elaborate. He 
describes the efforts of the long-
billed spiderhunter of Asia which 
suspends a nest from threads of 
spider silk punctured and anchored 
in leaves from below in flight. No 
one has seen the nest building in 
action in these secretive birds, but 
the construction can be inferred 
from the results, Hansell writes.
And it is crucial to ditch 
the anthropomorphism if an understanding is to be gleaned. 
Most animals build, says Hansell, 
using simple, stereotyped, 
repeated actions. They interact 
with the built object, not with each 
other. It appears the queen bee 
and ant emit pheromones that 
enable individuals to measure the space around them; beyond 
that they seem to build with no 
direct communication between 
themselves.
Although their architectural  
sum may be hugely impressive,  
often its parts are simple, linked  
or piled together. No more so  
than the termite mound which  
is a striking feature on any  
scale.Grass act: A male weaver bird provides the finishing touches to his nest construction. 
(Photo: © imagebroker/Alamy.)
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An alarming recent study finds 
that, amongst the very many 
environmental pressures humans 
are creating for other species, it is 
our closest relatives that appear 
to be coming off worst. The World 
Conservation Union (IUCN) is now 
warning that the first extinction of 
a primate species in more than a 
century is imminent, according to 
their latest evaluation of the threat 
posed to the continued existence 
of monkeys and apes around the 
world. One species of monkey 
that has not been seen for many 
years is already thought to have 
died out.
A detailed assessment of the 
394 species of primate found 
that 29 per cent are in danger 
of disappearing due to habitat 
loss, hunting and climate change. 
Some are already on the brink of 
extinction, the report said.
One species, Miss Waldron’s 
red colobus, found in the Ivory 
Coast and Ghana, is now feared 
to have become extinct while the 
golden-headed langur, in Vietnam, 
and China’s Hainan gibbon are 
numbered in their dozens.
The Horton Plains slender loris 
in Sri Lanka, has been seen just 
A recent study finds that many 
our closest relatives are at the 
sharp end of extinction worries 
as numbers of many primates 
dwindle worldwide. Nigel 
Williams reports.
New alarm bellsTowering up: A termite mound represents a major construction achievement. (Photo: 
© World Pictures/Alamy.) four times over the past 20 years 
and the Sumatran orang-utan 
is suffering one of the fastest 
rates of decline of all primates 
as a result of being forced out of 
its rainforest habitat by human 
encroachment.
The report by the IUCN, 
which draws up the official list 
of endangered species, has 
identified the 25 most endangered 
primate species on the planet. 
All of them live in the world’s 
biodiversity ‘hotspots’ which are 
exceptionally rich in wildlife.
“You could fit all the surviving 
members of these 25 species in 
a single football stadium. That’s 
how few of them remain on  
Earth today,” said Russell 
Mittermeier, president of the Some species do appear to 
practise construction skills — birds 
in particular — and to require some 
mental flexibility in starting the 
process. But ultimately, animals 
build the way they do because they 
are genetically programmed to do 
so, Hansell concludes.
But evolution can lead to 
surprising results. Hansell notes 
that most of our closest primate 
relatives create little more than 
temporary shelters of leaves 
and branches. Yet, he notes, the 
mountain gorilla feeds on a species 
of thistle with spiny defences. 
Hansell describes the very many 
ways the adult gorillas are able to 
wrap up the thistles, disarming the 
spines and creating edible food parcels. Young gorillas must learn 
these techniques. Hansell notes that 
creating a paper aeroplane probably 
takes considerably less complex 
processing. “If gorillas made 
paper aeroplanes rather than food 
bundles, then every museum would 
have one and every schoolchild 
would know about them.”
In his survey of animal building 
Hansell admits to “rather liking 
anthropomorphism” but not as 
an explanation but “as a source 
of ideas or ... hypotheses for 
stimulating lines of investigation.”
He enjoys the ‘Isn’t nature 
wonderful?’ of much popular 
programming but believes this is a 
serious question and we need to 
do some more serious wondering.
